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As many of you know, Thanksgiving is my favorite holiday — not because it’s an 
extraordinary event, but for the opposite reason. Thanksgiving invites us to celebrate the 
stuff of everyday life: family and friends, shelter and sustenance, and most of all, the 
harvest. At its best, Thanksgiving is a festival of gratitude. If Unitarian Universalists are 
the gratitude people, as I believe we are, then Thanksgiving is our holiday. 

The story that gets told about the first Thanksgiving may be historically fanciful, 
but it’s no less compelling for being partially made up. During the winter of 1621, more 
than half of the hundred-plus settlers in the Plymouth colony had succumbed to disease 
and the cold, sometimes dying at the rate of two or three a day. But over the following 
summer, the growing season had been generous. The settlers had confidence that they 
would bury fewer of their number during the winter to come. Remembering their 
children and parents and friends who had died, the settlers gathered on what eventually 
would come to be called the first Thanksgiving to give thanks.  

There may have been some Wampanoag people at this potluck meal. Their 
numbers too had been decimated by disease and by their losing battle against the 
Narragansett people. It’s true that Wampanoag didn’t yet know how tragically their 
interactions with the settlers would eventually turn out. Even so, the story goes, the 
Wampanoag joined the settlers to celebrate an ample harvest, which hopefully would 
provide sufficient food through the barren months that lay ahead. 

Whether based on fact or myth, or some of each, Thanksgiving invites us to 
express our gratitude for things we mostly take for granted.  

The Pulitzer Prize-winning poet Derek Walcott once wrote an elegy to his mother 
Alix, a schoolteacher from the Caribbean island of St. Lucia. In a series of poems, 
Walcott speaks with loving affection of his mother’s presence in his life, of melons in the 
fridge, of weeds and flowers in the garden, of blue hills in the late afternoon and 
customary sorrows as the sun goes down. But most of all, when he thinks of his mother, 
the word that come to mind is bounty. He writes: “My business and duty, the lesson you 
taught your sons, to write of the light’s bounty on familiar things.” 

In the opening chapter of Barbara Kingsolver’s book of essays titled High Tide at 
Tucson, she describes returning from vacation in the Caribbean with an assortment of 
shells from her wanderings along the beach. After she had unpacked the shells and laid 
them out on her coffee table, one of them began to move. It turns out the shell was home 
to a hermit crab she eventually named Buster. She says, “It had fallen asleep to the 
sound of the Caribbean tide and awakened on a coffee table in Tucson, Arizona, where 
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the nearest standing water source of any real account was the municipal sewage-
treatment plant.” 
 Kingsolver uses Buster’s misadventure to talk about misadventures of her own. 
She says, “In my life I’ve had frightening losses and unfathomable gifts: A knife in my 
stomach. The death of an unborn child. Sunrise in a rain forest. A stupendous column of 
blue butterflies rising from a Greek monastery. A car that spontaneously caught fire 
while I was driving it. The end of a marriage, followed by a year in which I could barely 
understand how to keep living. The discovery, just weeks ago when I rose from my desk 
and walked into the kitchen, of three strangers industriously relieving my house of its 
contents.” 

Kingsolver goes on to say that, somewhat like Buster the hermit crab, “Every one 
of us is called upon, probably many times, to start a new life. A frightening diagnosis, a 
marriage, a move, loss of a job or a limb or a loved one, a graduation, bringing a new 
baby home: it’s impossible to think at first how this all will be possible. Eventually, what 
moves it all forward is the subterranean ebb and flow of being alive among the living.” 

She concludes, “In my own worst seasons I’ve come back from the colorless world 
of despair by forcing myself to look hard, for a long time, at a single glorious thing: a 
flame of red geranium outside my bedroom window. And then another: my daughter in 
a yellow dress. And another: the perfect outline of a full, dark sphere behind the crescent 
moon. Until I learned to be in love with my life again. Like a stroke victim retraining 
new parts of the brain to grasp lost skills, I have taught myself joy, over and over again.” 

As long as we remain alive, Kingsolver suggests in this passage, life continues to 
move forward. And along the way, bad things will inevitably happen to us, some of 
which will plunge us into the colorless world of despair. Notice how she describes the 
journey from despair to joy. She says it’s something we have to teach ourselves. She says 
it’s like a stroke victim retraining new parts of the brain. She says it’s something we have 
to force ourselves to do. We do this over and over again, she says, until we learn to be in 
love with our lives again. 

What’s the thing we have to do? Look hard, for a long time, at a single glorious 
thing. No matter how devastating the circumstances or how bleak the outlook, we must 
find something glorious to set our sights on. We have to ignore what’s broken for a time 
and focus our attention on what’s beautiful. We have to move from grief to gratitude. In 
order to do so, however, we need to teach ourselves how to make the transition. 

One of the best examples of how to develop this discipline shows up in the 
writings of the contemporary American poet Ross Gay. Two of his poems are featured in 
the anthology African-American Poetry: 250 Years of Struggle and Song, which has 
been the focus of my Wednesday poetry sessions over the past year. Gay is a professor of 
English at Indiana University, author of four books, and co-founder of the Bloomington 
Community Orchard, which he describes as a non-profit, free-fruit-for-all food justice 
and joy project. 
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In Gay’s preface to his book titled The Book of Delights, he says, “It astonishes 
me sometimes — no, often — how every person I get to know — everyone, regardless of 
everything, by which I mean everything — lives with some profound personal sorrow. 
Brother addicted. Mother murdered. Dad died in surgery. Rejected by their family. 
Cancer came back. Evicted. Fetus not okay. Everyone, regardless, always, of everything. 
Not to mention the existential sorrow we all might be afflicted with, which is that we, 
and what we love, will soon be annihilated.” 

But sometimes, Gay goes on to say, something wonderful breaks through our 
feelings of sorrow and loss. If only for a moment, we feel a sense of delight, even joy. In 
the wake of one such experience, he decided that it would be useful for him to write an 
essay every day about something delightful. 

He says, recalling how he conceived The Book of Delights, “I came up with a 
handful of rules: write a delight every day for a year; begin and end on my birthday, 
August 1; draft them quickly; and write them by hand. The rules made it a discipline for 
me. A practice. Spend time thinking and writing about delight every day.” 

He says, “It didn’t take me long to learn that the discipline or practice of writing 
these essays occasioned a kind of delight radar. Or maybe it was more like the 
development of a delight muscle. Something that implies that the more you study 
delight, the more delight there is to study… Which is to say, I felt my life to be more full 
of delight. Not without sorrow or fear or pain or loss. But more full of delight. I also 
learned this year that my delight grows — much like love and joy — when I share it.” 

One of the most delightful delights Gay writes about concerns his airplane 
journey with a tomato seedling. It’s titled, “Tomato on Board.” He writes: 

 
What you don’t know until you carry a tomato seedling through the 
airport and onto a plane is that carrying a tomato seedling through 
the airport and onto a plane will make people smile at you almost 
like you’re carrying a baby. A quiet baby. I did not know this until 
today, carrying my little tomato, about three or four inches high in 
its four-inch plastic starter pot, which my friend Michael gave to 
me, smirking about how I was going to get it home… So I slid the 
thing into my bag while going through security, which made them 
pull the bag for inspection. When the security guy saw it was a 
tomato he smiled and said, “I don’t know how to check that. Have a 
good day.” But I quickly realized that one of its stems (I almost said 
“arms”) was broken from the jostling, and it only had four of them, 
so I decided I better just carry it out in the open. And the shower of 
love began. 

Before boarding the final leg of my flight, one of the workers 
said, “Nice tomato,” which I don’t think was a come on. And the 
flight attendant asked about the tomato at least five times, not an 
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exaggeration, every time calling it “my tomato”—Where’s my 
tomato? How’s my tomato? You didn’t lose my tomato, did you? 
She even directed me to an open seat in the exit row: Why don’t you 
guys go sit there and stretch out? I gathered my things and set the 
li’l guy in the window seat so she could look out. When I got my 
water I poured some into the li’l guy’s soil. When we got bumpy I 
put my hand on the li’l guy’s container, careful not to snap another 
arm off. And when we landed, and the pilot put the brakes on hard, 
my arm reflexively went across the seat, holding the li’l guy in place, 
the way my dad’s arm would when he had to brake hard in that car 
without seatbelts to speak of, in one of my very favorite gestures in 
the encyclopedia of human gestures. 

 
I love this story. It’s a Thanksgiving story if ever there was one. It illustrates that 

delight emerges not from our overall assessment of life in its largest dimensions, but 
from our careful attention to life in its smallest dimensions. “In my own worst seasons,” 
Barbara Kingsolver says, “I’ve come back from the colorless world of despair by forcing 
myself to look hard, for a long time, at a single glorious thing.”  

I don’t know how you plan to travel this Thanksgiving season, if indeed you plan 
to travel. I don’t know what bounty will adorn your Thanksgiving table, if indeed you 
plan a Thanksgiving table. But I do know that you have suffered grief and loss over the 
past year — no matter who you are or how fortunate you have been in other ways. You 
have known private pain and perhaps even spent time in the colorless world of despair. 

No matter. This is the season to learn joy once again. This is the season to teach 
yourself to love your life again. Practice the discipline of delight. Practice the discipline 
of gratitude. Share what you discover with everyone you meet. Then watch the shower of 
love begin. 


